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FIRST HALF of the 20th century taught
the US Army that traditional faith in firepower
was appropriate for total wars and battles of anni-
hilation. America had trusted its industrial base to
provide overwhelming amounts of materiel and ex-
pected military leaders to transform those assets into
tremendous combat power. Thus, the United States
was able to survive the first part of the 20th cen-
tury with an incredibly small standing Army and
emerge victorious from its two most significant
wars. Not surprisingly, after spending approxi-
mately 50 years learning how to maximize combat
power on the battlefield, US military leaders were
eager to incorporate their findings into doctrine and
avoid the painful lessons that ground forces had
learned in virtually every previous conflict.

Consequently, upon entering the Korean conflict,
the country’s first limited war of the nuclear era, US
Army doctrine prescribed annihilating opponents
through the maximum application of firepower.
However, for the first time the United States also
faced the threat of nuclear retaliation from another
country. Many of the actions associated with total
wars proved unsuitable for operations in limited
wars, so America adjusted to the delicate Cold War
climate and sought to avoid escalating conventional
conflicts, nuclear exchanges or even a Third World
war. This restraint prevented the Army from con-
tinuing to rely on the approach to warfighting that
had worked so well in recent experience.

Still, US political and military leaders could ill-
afford to surrender the enormous firepower advan-
tage, especially when facing opponents who were
fighting total wars and possessed substantial numeri-
cal advantages in troops. As a result, one of the
most important capabilities US ground forces devel-
oped in the limited wars of the second half of the
20th century was the ability to control the massive
amounts of available firepower.! As events during
the recent NATO actions in Yugoslavia have dem-
onstrated, this very difficult objective is an ongoing
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its enormous firepower advantage, especially

when facing opponents who were fighting total
wars and possessed substantial numerical

advantages in troops. As a result, one of the

most important capabilities US ground forces
developed in the limited wars of the second half
of the 20th century was the ability to control the

massive amounts of available firepower.

process. The Army began refining its ability to con-
trol combat power during the Korean War, and many
of the lessons that the Army learned then resonate in
our doctrine today.’

According to US Army Field Manual (FM) 100-5,
Operations, control is an inherent part of battle com-
mand. Control is effective if “it allows the com-
mander freedom to operate, delegate authority, lead
from any critical point on the battlefield and syn-
chronize actions across his entire [area of opera-
tions].”® Here I will argue that the US Army learned
valuable lessons regarding ways to control its com-
bat power on the battlefield during the Korean
War—how to “harness its own thunderbolts.” In
particular, the Army learned to better orchestrate its
direct fires and synchronize its indirect fires to maxi-
mize their battlefield effects. In addition, the Ko-
rean War experience provided the impetus for re-
solving the ambiguity surrounding control over
theater commanders in chief (CINCs) that had ex-
isted since World War 1.

Perhaps the greatest control leaders can exert in
battle is that which compels their soldiers to risk in-
jury or death by firing their weapons in battle. Tra-
ditional linear tactics oriented on maximizing this
aspect of battlefield control, but the more open tac-
tics of the 20th century have forced commanders to
innovate to elicit soldiers’ participation in combat,
especially when they cannot even see one another.
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T ests began in 1953, in response to the poor marksmansth skills demonstrated by many
Korean War-era soldiers. . . By improving soldiers’ confidence in their ability to successfully engage
a variety of target at ranges from 50 to 300 meters, Army leaders also increased the tendency of
individual soldiers to engage the enemy during firefights.

To increase their level of battlefield control over
direct fires during the last half of the century, Army
leaders used three important techniques:

e They added more automatic weapons to the
infantry rifle squad and platoon.

e They improved the Army’s method of marks-
manship instruction.

e They subdivided the infantry squad into two
fire teams.
These efforts, largely results of the Army’s Korean War
experience, nnproved commanders’ control of their
forces and are still evident in today’s Army doctrine.

The infantry platoon of World War II and the
Korean War contained 42 soldiers; discounting the
platoon headquarters element, cach had an effective
strength of 36 soldiers. Despite this apparent similar-
ity, the infantry squad and platoon organizations of
the Cold War era differed greatly from their World
War II predecessors. Unlike the 12-soldier squad
of World War II, the Korean War infantry squad
had three fewer soldiers and an additional automatic
rifle. It consisted of nine soldiers: a squad leader, an
assistant squad leader, two Browning Automatic Rifle
teams (each consisting of a rifleman and an assis-
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tant gunner), two riflemen with M-1 Garand rifles,
and one sniper with an M-1 Garand sniper rifle.*
Similarly, while the World War II infantry platoon con-
tained three squads of 12 soldiers each and a pla-
toon headquarters element of six soldiers, the Ko-
rean War infantry platoon consisted of three of these
nine-soldier squads and contained an additional weap-
ons squad of nine soldiers and a platoon headquar-
ters identical to that in the World War II platoon.
The weapons squad consisted of a squad leader, a four-
soldier bazooka team, and a four-soldier machinegun
team with the .30 caliber machinegun.’

These changes significantly increased the fire-
power available to small-unit leaders by adding one
automatic weapon to each infantry squad, for a to-
tal of two, and five automatic weapons to each in-
fantry platoon, for a total of eight. S.L..A. Marshall
held that men operating crew-served weapons al-
most always fired their weapons in combat and that
a unit’s rifle fire tended to build up strongly around its
automatic weapons, so one would expect an increase
in the “ratio of fire” from such a unit. This is in
fact what occurred. By Marshall’s own reckoning,
which can be substantiated using information other
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than Marshall’s own somewhat suspicious data and
a secret formula that died with him in 1977, the
American infantry platoon’s ratio of fire increased
from a high of 25 percent in World War II to approxi-
mately 55 percent by the end of the Korean War.°
Another way that Army leaders significantly in-
creased their control over direct fire on the battle-
field came largely as a result of the development of

To increase their level of battlefield
control over direct fires during the last half of
the century, Army leaders used three important
techniques: They added more automatic
weapons to the infantry rifle squad and platoon;
improved the Army’s method of marksmanship
instruction; and subdivided the infantry
squad into two fire teams.

TRAINFIRE, a revolutionary system of marksman-
ship training.” 7RAINFIRE provided more realistic rifle
marksmanship training by using pop-up targets in
realistic target arrays to improve riflemen’s perfor-
mance in combat. This system was also intended
to increase soldiers’ confidence in their weapons,
and induce them to fire more often in combat.®

Before adopting 7TRAINFIRE, the Army had used
a system of basic marksmanship instruction based
on known-distance ranges. Soldiers fired from a se-
ries of formal positions on a level firing line at
“bull’s-eye” targets raised and lowered from pits
dug at specific and uniform distances. By contrast,
TRAINFIRE ranges required soldiers to fire from
pre-dug fighting positions and used “E”-type silhou-
ettes mounted on pop-up devices, called “Punchy
Petes,” as targets.’

Tests on the initial 7RAINFIRE version began in
1953, in response to the poor marksmanship skills
demonstrated by many Korean War-era soldiers.
After four years of testing, the Army formally
adopted TRAINFIRE as its basic rifle marksman-
ship training method in the summer of 1957 and
began implementing it throughout the force during
Fiscal Year 1958.1° Once adopted, it took the Army
three years to construct the required number of
ranges in America and overseas.!!

By improving soldiers” confidence in their ability to
successfully engage a variety of target at ranges from
50 to 300 meters, Army leaders also increased the
tendency of individual soldiers to engage the enemy
during firefights. The increased participation of
riflemen provided leaders with greater amounts of
firepower, and the soldiers’ increased confidence
and lethality improved commanders’ ability to maxi-
mize and control their available combat power.
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In addition, commanders realized that the greater
number of automatic weapons in the Army’s small
units and the increased combat participation of a
unit’s soldiers required an organizational change to
improve combat leaders” ability to control their more
lethal units. Recognizing the inherent galvanizing
power of automatic weapons, the Army reorganized
the infantry squad in 1955, adding an additional
leader and rifleman to its existing nine-soldier unit.
The new 11-soldier squad was also structured quite
differently from its Korean War predecessor, now
organized into two five-soldier fire teams based
around each of the unit’s automatic weapons.'>

This change provided a manageable span of con-
trol for all three leaders in a squad.”® With team
leaders responsible for controlling the actions of four
soldiers each, a squad leader’s span of control was
reduced significantly. This change also allowed
much better observation and supervision of indi-
vidual soldiers in combat. The greater number of
unit leaders could encourage even more participa-
tion in battle because almost certainly, at least one
of the three leaders would be able to see and inter-
act with every soldier in the squad.!*

In the end, a combination of continued organiza-
tional refinements to the infantry squad and platoon,
helped raise the ratio of fire to between 90 and 95
percent in Vietnam and maintain it at that level in
contemporary times."”” Those improvements include
subsequent increases in the firepower allotted to
these elements, improved marksmanship training,
the adoption of fire teams based around automatic
weapons and an increased number of leaders. These
changes—and their impact—are still present in
today’s force.

Increasing control over direct fires has been dif-
ficult enough, but direct fires often provide only a
small portion of commanders” available firepower.
The majority of their combat power may come from
indirect fires. Since these assets are usually not or-
ganic to a unit, synchronizing indirect fires requires
coordination and is perhaps more difficult than or-
chestrating direct fires because of the distances and
communication required to bring about the desired
effect. Commanders can improve their control over
indirect fires by ensuring that their subordinates
make the best possible use of their available assets
and by having the most rapid possible response of
these assets in combat. Given the inordinately im-
portant role indirect fires played in the Korean War,
especially during the conflict’s last two years, it is not
surprising that the Army learned valuable lessons
about synchronizing artillery fires and close air sup-
port which are now integral to warfighting doctrine.

The doctrinal change most directly attributable to
the Korean War is the standardization and inclusion
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The doctrmal change most directly attributable to the Korean War is the standardlzauon

and inclusion of an artillery fire support annex into operations orders at the regimental (brigade)
and battalion levels. Chief of Army Field Forces General John R. Hodge directed that all “written
regimental and battalion orders must contain a fire-support annex to insure that all infantry
supporting weapons are fully utilized through assignment of specific missions.”

of an artillery fire support annex into operations orders
at the regimental (brigade) and battalion levels. In
his first training bulletin of 1953, Chief of Army
Field Forces General John R. Hodge noted that in-
fantry commanders and units in Korea did not prop-
erly plan for and employ indirect fires. As a corrective
measure, Hodge directed that all “written regimen-
tal and battalion orders must contain a fire support
annex to insure that all infantry supporting weap-
ons are fully utilized through assignment of specific
missions.”® Hodge also promised that the Army’s
future infantry manuals (the 7-series) would address
fire support planning issues in greater detail and that
forthcoming training circulars would further empha-
size these issues. He concluded by encouraging
commanders to integrate requirements to plan for
and employ all available weapons systems into com-
pany, battalion and regimental field problems.!”
Adopted in 1953, Hodge’s directive to include fire
support annexes in operations orders down to the
battalion level became even more vital to the
Army’s success during the so-called Pentomic era
(1955-1962). Because of the variety of missions as-
signed to the Army during Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
presidency, it became more important than ever to
maximize the firepower available to commanders.
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The addition of aerial rocket artillery in Vietnam
further increased the complexity of controlling in-
direct fires for infantry commanders, as did the ar-
rival of the Multiple Launched Rocket System
(MLRS) in the 1980s. Essentially, Hodge’s 1953
directive addressed a control issue infantry com-
manders had faced since World War I and provided
a solution by making ground commanders down to
battalion level explicitly responsible for planning,
coordinating and employing artillery. Hodge real-
ized that synchronization maximized the impact of
indirect fires on the battlefield, and today’s doctrine
reflects his views 47 years ago.

Another area of significant doctrinal change re-
sulting from the Korean War involved the response
time to immediate close air support requests. As
the Air Force became more responsive to Army re-
quests for immediate close air support, ground com-
manders increased their overall combat power and
control over the firepower assets themselves.

Despite public statements by several senior Army
leaders to the contrary, numerous ground command-
ers of the period expressed repeated dissatisfaction
with the Air Force response time for immediate close
air support requests. Studies prepared by General
Edward M. Almond, the US X Corps commander
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during the first year of the Korean War calculated
the average response time for an immediate close
air support request as 58 minutes. Based on his World
War II experience as a division commander in
Italy and the battlefield situation in Korea, Almond
believed the battlefield situation demanded a re-
sponse time of 30 minutes or less. Although per-
haps correct, Almond’s standard was completely

The Korean War had perhaps its
greatest impact with respect to the control of
theater CINCs. . . This system, still in place
today, requires theater CINCs to report directly
to the secretary of defense, with the JCS serving
as the secretary of defense’s military advisers
and providing staff support.

unrealistic for the Fifth Air Force in the Korean
War, given its available close air support assets, the
existing target request system and the period’s com-
munications equipment.

Nevertheless, Almond’s criticism reflected the con-
cerns of many other ground commanders, and the Air
Force, hypersensitive to criticism as a newly indepen-
dent service, was loath to accept any agreement that
would cause them to lose control of any air assets. The
Air Force finally met Almond’s standard of a 30-
minute response time for immediate close air support
requests during the Vietnam War, thus improving
the ability of ground commanders to control their
available combat power.”® This outcome is even
more remarkable considering the Air Force’s Cold
War focus on its Strategic Air Command; the Army
was still able to persuade the Air Force to improve
its Tactical Air Force capabilities.

Moving even further away from the battlefield,
the Korean War had perhaps its greatest impact with
respect to the control of theater CINCs. American
practice during the First and Second World Wars
had been to provide broad guidance to the secretary
of war and the chief of staff and then allow the CINCs
to determine their own courses of action within their
respective theaters largely unencumbered by guid-
ance, advice or interference from Washington, D.C.
After the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) struggled to
control the actions of the US and UN theater CINC,
General Douglas MacArthur during the first year of
the Korean War, Congress, with Eisenhower’s full
support, amended the National Security Act of 1947
by passing the Reorganization Act of 1958. The
Reorganization Act clearly established unques-
tioned command authority for unified commands
with the secretary of defense and abolished the
largely ineffective system of assigning “‘executive
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agents” to manage conflicts for the JCS." This
system, still in place today, requires theater CINCs
to report directly to the secretary of defense, with
the JCS serving as the secretary of defense’s mili-
tary advisers and providing staff support.

During the first 11 months of the Korean War,
some of MacArthur’s actions as theater CINC re-
quired President Harry S. Truman to relieve him of
his commands in April 1951. This relief highlighted
the ambiguity of the system established by the Na-
tional Security Act of 1947 (and its 1949 amend-
ment) and provided the major impetus for increas-
ing direct civilian control over military operations.
While perhaps based on good intentions, this sys-
tem of control was somewhat perverted during the
Vietnam War, with the president and the secretary
of defense designating specific bombing targets,
but it proved very effective during Operations
Just Cause and Desert Storm. Thus, perhaps the
most important issue of control, that over theater
CINCs, was resolved as a result of actions during
the Korean War.

While many important doctrinal improvements of
the past 50 years have their roots in the Korean War,
surprisingly, neither the development of air mobil-
ity nor the training revolution of the mid-1970s and
1980s, perhaps the two most significant Army in-
novations since World War II, were direct responses
to the Army’s experience in Korea. Since helicopters
were first used in Korea to move troops around the
battlefield and the rugged Korean terrain presented
ground forces with significant mobility challenges,
it seems logical to assume that the Army started de-
veloping its airmobile capability during the Korean
War. However, the Army’s air mobility doctrine
did not actually begin its development until several
years after the Korean War during the Pentomic era
as a way to give combat units the ability to remain
dispersed and then consolidate rapidly. ™

Similarly, the Army’s training revolution was not
a direct response to Task Force Smith’s perfor-
mance.”? Rather, it was mostly due to the influence
of General William E. DePuy during his tenure as
the Army’s first Training and Doctrine (TRADOC)
commander in the mid-1970s and the determined
efforts of many committed officers and NCOs.*
The fact that neither the training revolution nor the
development of air mobility has direct ties to the Ko-
rean War experience suggests that the improvements
in controlling combat power on the battlefield were
perhaps the most important doctrinal legacies of the
Korean War for the Army.

The significant lessons with respect to controlling
combat power that the US Army learned during the
Korean War and implemented throughout the past
half-century are as relevant now as they were 50
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years ago. At the beginning of the Cold War, Amer-
ica had to learn how to “harness its thunderbolts,”
meaning that the military had to learn how to maxi-
mize combat power during limited war. The key
to this process was developing the ability to con-
trol combat power, and this capability arose from a
variety of innovations and changes that collectively
have had a significant influence on contemporary
Army doctrine. Inspired by its Korean War expe-
rience, the Army changed the organization of its
smallest infantry units, improved its marksmanship
training, added a fire support annex to all operations
orders down to battalion level, convinced the Air
Force to improve its response time for immediate
close air support requests and clarified the chain of
command for theater CINCs. Each of these changes

was significant on its own, but taken together, they
allowed the Army and the nation to increase con-
trol over available combat power dramatically.

Indeed, since the end of the Korecan War, the
Army has made perhaps its most significant ad-
vances in synchronizing and orchestrating combat
power. These changes followed a significant reduc-
tion in force and limited war, came during a period
of tremendous global uncertainty and have increased
the ability of commanders to delegate authority, syn-
chronize battlefield actions and operate relatively
unfettered in combat. For the current Army, com-
ing out of a recent period of downsizing and facing
an uncertain and dangerous international situation,
these same lessons are likely to remain valid well
into the 21st century. MR
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